The liberal arts hold a central place in the history of higher education. From Greco-Roman origins and curricular incarnation in medieval universities to the academic program of Harvard College in the 17th century, the liberal arts were a fundamental part of higher education in the West. In the late 19th century, however, liberal education, based upon the study of the liberal arts, began a steady decline. Forces for this erosion also had origins in the West. A new university model that emerged from Germany challenged the moorings of liberal education by placing greater emphasis on research and graduate education than on the teaching of undergraduates. The core curriculum that once had a compatible and narrow assemblage of courses in classical languages, literature, history, religion, math, and basic science would see many more entrants by the mid-20th century, all making a claim for space in the curriculum as a result of the increasing specialization of the academic disciplines. Clark Kerr, in his Godkin
Lectures in 1963, stated that increasingly the research enterprise would take priority over undergraduate education and that the humanities would be diminished by greater funding for science. The result, he noted, was that the coherence of the curriculum would suffer.
KEEPING LIBERAL EDUCATION ALIVE IN THE WEST
Not only did universities prove Kerr's predictions correct, but also liberal arts colleges, devoted to undergraduate education, were impacted by the complex departmentalization of knowledge that flowed from graduate schools. Yet, it is possible to point to a continuous discourse in American higher education since the mid-1960s about the undergraduate curriculum. Disagreement about the content of liberal education became a central issue. This was fueled by opinions such as those of E. D. Hirsh's book (Cultural Literacy, 1987) , in which he advocated a return to a more narrowly defined canon of Western thought. Those who warned of loss regarding cultural identity, illiterate students, and general education running amok were met by passionate charges of elitism, cultural hegemony, and a curricular idée fixe. The most salutary outcome of the claims and counterclaims formed a general consensus that undergraduate education was important and the curriculum needed to be structured carefully to provide students breadth and depth in their academic programs. Curricular reform that includes liberal education will require some fundamental understandings. First and foremost, the student and his/her personal and intellectual development must matter, alongside preparation for the workforce. As part of this focus, baccalaureate-level education and the quality of its content and pedagogy must be viewed as a significant part of the higher education system. These are sine qua nons. Beyond the benefits of preparing students with broad intellectual skills for life and transferable analytical skills for the workplace, liberal education also educates for well informed citizenship, a critical aspect of nation building.
